Are children getting enough sleep?
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Sleeping is a child’s primary activity; by the time an average child goes to school they will have spent more time sleeping than engaging in any other activity, such as playing, eating or interacting socially. In view of that, it is especially concerning that disturbances of sleep are one of the most frequent child behaviour problems to be reported by parents, affecting about 30% of typically developing children and adolescents. In young people with a range of developmental disorders sleeplessness is reported to be significantly more widespread. For example, about 65% of children and adolescents with autism, and over 75% of children and adolescents with intellectual disabilities, of various aetiologies, have been reported to suffer from persistent sleeplessness. Contrary to popular belief, sleeplessness problems are not typically ‘outgrown’, but rather may change in presentation as a child grows.
With such high prevalence rates, child sleeplessness has been viewed as inevitable despite being associated with increased parental stress, sleep disturbance and daytime sleepiness as well as daytime behaviour and cognition problems in the child. However, research suggests that successful treatment of sleeplessness disorders is possible and that it can reverse these negative effects; further, even children who are good sleepers can benefit from extending their sleep.
This paper will review causal and maintaining factors associated with childhood sleeplessness and explore possible mechanisms underlying improvements in family functioning associated with improvements in child sleep. Available data indicates that children, and their families, benefit from improved sleep patterns and that at least some improvements in child functioning may be mediated by parental changes rather than arising as a direct result of reversing the effects of sleep loss in the child.
